Editorial
In view of the low quality of much scientific writing, it is an irony that the first book on English grammar, The Rudiments ofEnglish Grammar, published in 1761, should have been written by a scientist -Joseph Priestley, the discoverer of oxygen.
Those readers of this journal who attended the annual meeting of the American College of Veterinary Pathologists in 1975 know of our concern at the low esteem in which the English language is held by many of our peers. We believe that developing facility in the use of the written language should be an integrul part of every pathologist's training. We hold the conviction that such facility is as much a tool of the pathologist's trade as mastery of meticulous autopsy technique or of microscopy, and possibly a more important one. We are concerned because young pathologists who sit for the ACVP examinations perform worst on the written portion. It is the same phenomenon which Pickering reported about medical students: " . . . the abominably low standard of composition, verging on illiteracy, which all examiners of experience have encountered in the final examination. . . ."
A decade ago (vol. 3 , p. 169) we printed a guest editorial entitled "Descriptions in Pathology" and subtitled "Avoiding Pathological Descriptions." Since that time we have received our share of poorly written manuscripts; some may consider this the reason for our decennial exhortation. This is not our motivation, however, in exhorting our colleagues to write better. Rather i t is the sincere conviction, expressed above, that young pathologists-in-training should not be deprived of a tool essential to the effective practice of their profession.
Although much scientific writing is poor, it does not, of course, exist in a vacuum. Scientific literature is a microcosm of our nationally dwindling ability to write well.
There are many reasons why young scientists write poorly, of which one is that their mentors, the professors, themselves lack mastery of their mother tongue, and are thus in no position to impart it to their students. Ultimately this is traceable to the shoddy education offered children in the schoolswhile several teachers' unions went on strike last autumn, we know of none which did so for an opportunity to teach their pupils better English. The bill of particulars against modern pedagogy, which has mounted an attack on our language, can be found in Barnett's article, "Who is behind the assault on English?" (Horizons 5(6): [33] [34] [35] [36] [37] [38] [39] [40] [41] [42] [43] [44] [45] [46] [47] [48] 1963) .
Unfortunately, it is possible to gain admittance to universities without a command of English, and once there, to remain, still without learning to write. As Gene Lyons so aptly puts it, "The business of the American English Department is not the teaching of literacy; it is the worship of literature." (Harper's Magazine 253:34, 1976 ). Thus the student may arrive in veterinary school and, having graduated and chosen a career in pathology, in a residency, still lacking the ability to write. If his pathologist-mentor does not help him acquire this skill, he is unlikely to acquire it on his own.
Explanations for the use of poor English in scientific papers are legion. Two have recently been offered, of which one strikes us as plausible and the other not. Michael Crichton, writing in the New England Journal of Medicine (293:1257 Medicine (293: , 1975 , claims that medical scientists really know how to write well, but choose deliberately to write obscurely, because resorting to incomprehensible jargon enhances one's professional image and furthers one's career. Crichton's idea is ingenious, and may even account for a small percentage of bad scientific writing. We commend his article to our readers, who can decide for themselves whether his thesis has merit; we find his evidence too flimsy to be convincing. James Degnan, in his article "Masters of Babble", subtitled "Turning Language into Stone" (Harper's Magazine 253:37-39, 1976) , develops a different line of reasoning. He has identified a species of scholar which he terms the straight-Ailliterate, and names individuals thereof generically as Mr. Bright. Degnan writes, "Obviously, the victim of Bright's Disease is no ordinary illiterate. . . . Nevertheless, he is illiterate in the worst way: he is incapable of saying, in writing, simply and clearly, what he means." Degnan says it is because the graduate student is exposed almost exclusively to bad writing that eventually he begins to imitate it. "He learns to write gibberish by reading it, and by being taught to admire it as profundity." We find Degnan's evidence convincing, nay compelling. Our plea is therefore to the young pathologist's mentor; it is you who must guide the person in your charge, pointing out the distinction between gibberish and lucid writing.
Why should a veterinary pathologist be able to write well? This rhetorical question has been hurled at us by some of our colleagues, who profess to be skeptical that this ability is useful. We have already stated that writing is the pathologist's tool -both he and the surgeon must wield scalpel and forcepsbut the surgeon can stop with these. The pathologist cannot. Why not? Because beyond cutting and slicing it, he must learn to describe what he works with-so vividly as to impart to his reader the thought and the feeling that he knows exactly what was seen.
It occurred to us that we might win some skeptics over if we could enlist the aid of someone more eloquent than ourselves to explain the benefits resulting from mastery of English. We are privileged to present here the views of a distinguished teacher, Mrs. Marianne Marshall Leavitt, retired head of the English Department at the Baldwin School, in Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania. Her article, "The Discipline of Writing Well", appeared originally in the Bulletin of the Baldwin School' in September, 1976. We thank Mrs. Leavitt for consenting to share the thoughts penned for a special audience with the wider circle of our readers. D. C. Dodd L. Z. Saunders
Guest Editorial
The Discipline of Writing Well
MARIANNE MARSHALL LEAVITI
The recent spate of articles deploring the tumbling SAT scores and declining writing skills of today's students gives voice to a growing concern among educators and students alike. Indeed, it is difficult to know whose distress is the greater as teachers strive vainly to extract intellectual substance from the tangled jargon of inarticulate students and students struggle futilely to make vague and ambiguous colloquialisms serve the rigorous demands of analytical reasoning. Beginning to emerge from all this, however, is an increasing awareness of the importance of' language as an implement for precise thinking and accurate communication. This comes not a moment too soon, for, in a world that stands so perilously close to the brink of annihilation, the ever-present dangers of verbal misunderstanding and sloppy thinking constitute a very real threat. There is no longer time to indulge in tracing causes and allocating blame. There is only time to find a solution. Once the major colleges begin to demand again of their entering freshmen the competence in English they once took for granted, secondary schools will begin to include again in their English programs the skills that need to be taught there. We shall then be able to see for the illusion it is the strange new pedagogical theory that "basic skills" are some kind of separate and definitive entity, independent of subject matter and teachable apart from it. And we shall then be able to achieve that clarity and succinctness so essential to precise thinking and accurate communication.
With this new concern so sharply focused on the teaching of English, it seems a fitting time to cast a critical eye at the position currently occupied by the Baldwin School in this area. It is, happily, an enviable position, one we owe to the undeviating respect for excellence ground into the very bones of the school's English Department by those early members who firmly established fundamental standards from which we have had the wit not to deviate too radically. This is not to say that we have always stood firm against the winds of change. Like everyone else, we too experimented with new approaches to old problems, attempting to achieve ' Reprinted by kind permission of its editor.
